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Teaching the Present Perfect Tenses 



Ralpln H. Walker 



THE SIMPUS PRESENT PER- 
FECT and the PRESENT PERFECT 
CONTINUOUS are for the non-native 
qpeaker of English two of the most 
troublesome tenses in the English verb 
system. They are sometimes confused 
-with a present tense and sometimes 
witii a past. >One often hears a non- 
native speaker of English use a simple 
present where he should use a simple 
present perfect (* I AM HERE FOR 
THREE DAYS instead of I HAVE 
BEEN HERE FOR THREE DAYS), 
a present continuous where he should 
use a present perfect continuous (* I 
AM STUDYING ENGLISH FOR 
THREE YEARS instead of I HAVE 
BEEN STUDYING iSNGLISH FOR 
THREE YEARS), or a simple present 
perfect where he should use a simple 
past (•! HAVE ARRIVED FIVE 
MINUTES AGO instead of I AR- 
RIVED FIVE MINUTES AGO). 
Sometimes this is just a careless mis- 
take, but more often it is a substitution 
which the speaker regularly makes. In 
making this substitution, he is in all 
likelihood transferring a structure from 
his native language into English, and 
he is making this transference because 
he lacks an understanding of ihe na- 
ture of the English present perfect 
tenses. He is not aware that these 
two tenses are neither wholly present 

* An asterisk before a sentence indicates 
that the sentence is not acceptable English. 

Mr. Walker, Assistant Professor of En- 
glish at the University of Tennessee, has 
had experience in teaching English as a 
second language at the University of Illi- 
nois, Bucknell University, and the American 
University, Beirut, Lebanon. 



nor wholly past, but are, paradoxically, 
both present and past This is a sui^ 
tie but vital point, and no teacher can 
really teach these tenses without un- 
derstanding this fact. It is an ’^asy 
matter to teach a student how to foim 
the present perfect tenses, but quite 
another matter to teach him when to 
use them. 

Hie SIMPLE PRESENT PER- 
FECT describes an action which oc- 
ccurred within a present time frame, 
that is, within a period of time which 
includes the present moment — a period 
of time beginning at some defined or 
undefined point of time in the past 
and continuing up to now. The speaker 
is not concerned with placing this ac- 
laon at a specific point of time. If he 
were interested , in indicating the pre- 
cise time when the action of which he 
is speaking occurred, he would use a 
past time indicator — Iasi week, last 
rdght, yesterday, a few minutes ago, 
at 8:15, when I was a child, before I 
came here, at breakfast, or some other 
word or phrase indicating a past time — 
and the simple past tense.^ Instead of 

* Although the simple past tense is mually 
accompanied by or is placed in the vicinity 
of a past time indicator, this is not nec- 
essarily so: SHAKESPEARE WROTE 

COMEDIES, HISTORIES, AND TRAG- 
EDIES. WHO THREW THAT ROCK? 
WHY DID YOU SAY THAT? I SAID 
IT BECAUSE I BELIEVED IT. HE HAS 
HIS LEG IN A CAST BECAUSE HE 
BROKE HIS ANKLE. COLUMBUS DIS- 
COVERED AMERICA. The speaker thinks 
of each of these actions as having occurred 
at some time in the past, at a time com- 
pletely separated from the present; but since 
he is not interested in the time and does 
not feel that a time indicator is essential, 
he does not include one. 
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situating his action at a deilnite point 
of time in the past, the speaker places 
it within a period of time which ex- 
tends from some point in the past up 
to now and uses the simple present 
perfect tense to recount the action. 
This period of time is often defined by 
such words as today, this morning, this 
afternoon, this evening, tonight, this 
week, this month, this semester, this 
year, recently, lately, already, yet, 
ever, never, so far, up to now, within 
the last or within the past . . . (hour, 
week, month, year, two minutes, three 
hours, four days, five weeks, six 
months, seven years), just,^ for (with 
a time word or phrase), and since 
(with a time word, phrase, or clause), 
hut often there is no time indicator at 
aU.* It cannot be given as an absolute 
rule, however, that each of these time 
indicators is found only with one of 
the present perfect tenses. A few of 

•The word just referring to the immediate 
past is sometimes used with the simple 
present perfect and sometimes with the 
simple past with no difference in meaning. 
HE HAS JUST LEFT. HE JUCT LEFT. 
These are both standard English. Another 
example of this overlap of the simple? past 
and the simple present perfect with no 
diange of time frame and no change in 
meaning is found in the relative clause 
following a superlative when the word ever 
is present: THAT’S THE MOST BEAU- 
TIFUL SUNSET I’VE EVER SEEN 
(present time frame) and THAT’S THE 
MOST BEAUTIFUL SUNSET I EVER 
SAW (present time frame) . When any other 
time indicator in the present time frame 
is used in this construction, we find only 
the simple present perfect: THIS IS THE 
BEST BOOK I’VE READ IN YEARS. 
A siiuilar structure which is always followed 
by tlie simple present perfect is this' is the 
first time: THIS IS THE FIRST TIME 
I’VE VISITED THIS COUNTRY. 

•The simple present perfect is very often 
unaccompanied by a time indicator. The 
although unspecified, is thought of as 
being in a present time frame. TENNES- 
SEE WILLIAMS HAS WRITTEN MANY 



them— lately, so far, yet, wiihin the 
last ... or past . . . , since — are used 
only with the present perfect tenses, 
but most of them — today, this morning, 
this afternoon, this evening, tonight, 
this week, this month, this year, this 
semester, recently, never, ever, already, 
for — ^are used with botib the present 
perfect tenses and the simple i>ast.^ 
The choice of verb tense with the last, 
group of words depends upon whether 
the action to be described took pla<^ 
within a past time frame — a period of 
time before now and completely sepa- 
rated from now— or witljin a present 
time frame — a period of time begin- 
ning before now and including now. 

The simple present perfect tense can 
be most effectively taught in contrast 
with the simple past tense since this 
is the area of greatest confusion, and 
the difference between these two tenses 

PLAYS. (Tennessee Williams is a livmg 
play\vright. Compare this sentence with 
SHAKESPEARE WROTE COMEDIES, 
HISTORIES, AND TPvAGEDIES.) This 
is especially true of questions when the 
speaker is interested only in the action and 
not in the time. Into ftese questions one 
could easily insert a time indicator su^ 
as yet, ever, recently. HAVE YOU (ever) 
BEEN TO EUROPE? YES, I’VE BEEN 
THERE* several TIMES (in my life). 
HAVE YOU HEARD THE LATEST 
NEWS (ye<;)? WHERE HA^HS YOU 
BEEN (for the last few minutes, recently)? 
HAVE YOU SEEN THE MOVIE AT THE 
RITZ (yeii)? HAVE YOU SEEN BILL 
(today)? YES, I HAVE. I SAW HIM 
AT BREAKFAST THIS MORNING. In 
the first answer to the last question, there 
is no interest in the time; in the last an- 
swer there is interest in the time as well as 
in the action. 

•With the exception of recently, ever, 
and never all the words in the lost group 
can also be used with the present continuous. 
For the difference between the present con- 
tinuous and the present perfect continuous 
see the last paragraph of this discussion. 
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car be easily demonstrated by refer- 
eiw^ to the time frames. In order to 
illustrate the present, or open, time 
frame visually, draw on the black< 
board a three-sided box open on the 
right side. 

As long.as the action has already oc- 
curred (thus distinguished from tlie 
simple present, which occurs repeat- 
edly, and from the present continu- 



ous, which is occurring now) and tlie 
time indicator includes the present, 
the box stays open, dictating the use 
of a present perfect tense; but as soon 
as a past time indicator is used, the 
box closes, dictating the use of a sim- 
ple past tense, for now the time of the 
action is completely divorced from the 
present, and we have a past, or closed, 
time frame. 




lately, so far, up to now, within, 
the past few days, within the last 
couple of bouts, since , - , 

yet 



Time Frame I 

With these time indicators, the time 
frame is always open, and we al- 
ways use a present p^ect tense. 




Time Frame III 

With these time indicators the time 
frame is always closed, and we al- 
ways use a simple past tense. 



last week, last night, last year, yes 
terday, a few minutes ago, early S' 
t^ morning, a while ago, at break- ^ 
fast, when I came in 



Compare the following sentenses: 



1. today 

(box is open) 



Tve seen Bill several times today, 
during the day.) 



(I say this sometime 



2. today 

(box is closed) 



I saw Bill several times today. (I say this at night when 
I am looking back upon the day as. past.) 



3: yesterday 
(box is closed) 

4. this naming 
(box is open) 

6. this morning 
(box is clos^) 



1 saw Bill several times yesterday. 

Tve written several letters this morning. (I make this 
statement during the morning.) 

I wrote several letters this morning. (I make this state- 
ment during the afternoon or evening about a period 
of time that has ended.) 
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6. this afternoon, 
(box is open) 

7. this afternoon 
(box is closed) 

8. this evening 
(box is open) 

9. this e^/ening 
(box is closed) 

10. this week 
(box is open) 

11. this week 
(boi^ is closed) 



B.ill has called me twice this afternoon. (I say this din^ 
the afternoon.) 

Bill called me twice this afternoon. (I say this during 
the evening.) 

Tve done a lot of work tto evening. (I say this during 
the course of the evening.) 

I did a lot of work this evening. (I say this probably just 
before I go to bed when I am thinking of the evenmg 
as foish^.) 

Fve gone to town only once this week. (I say this some- 
time during the week.) 

I went to town only once this week. (I s^ ^ 

end of the week about a period of time I am thinking 

of as finished.) 



12. last week 
(box is closed) 

13. this month 
(box is open) 

14. this month 
(box is dosed) 

15. last month 
(box is dosed) 

16. this year 
(box is open) 



17. this year' 

(box is dosed) 

18. last year 
(box is dosed) 

19. recently 
(box is open) 



20. recently 

(box is closed) 



I went to town only once last week. 

We’ve done the first six lessons this month. 

We did the first six lessons this month. 

We did the first six lessons last month. 

This has been a good year. Fve made a lot of progress 
this year. (I make this statement during the year^ 
likely towaid the dose of the year^bout a period of 
tune not yet over.) 

This was a good year. I made a lot of progress this yea^ 
(I this statement at the end of the year when I 
am looking at the year in retrospect) 

Last year was a good year. I made a lot of progress last 
year. 

Tve seen Paul several times recently. I haven t seen Bill 
recently. {Recently here means within the last few 
days or weeks and is synonymous with lately ^ which is 
always accompanied by the present perfect.) 

I saw P lul recently in Chicago. Mr. Smith died recently. 
(Here recently means not long ago and is not synony- 
mous with lately.) 



21. lately 

(box is open) 

22. ever 

(box is open) 

23. ever 

(box is closed) 



I haven’t seen any good movies lately. 

Have you ever been to Europe? {Ever here means within 
your lifetime, a period of time which has not ended.) 

Was Shakespeare ever in America? (Here ever means 
during Shakespeare’s lifetime, a period of time which 
has ended.) 



•In sentences 9, 11, 14, and 17 one might 
just as readily use the simple present per- 
fect as the simple past, for although a 
speaker might be considering this period 



of time in retrospect as he would last week, 
last year, or last night, he might at the 
same time feel that he is still within the 
period of time of which he is speaking. 
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24. never 

(box 18 open) 

25. never 

(box is dosed) 

26. before 

(box Is open) 

27. before 

(box is dosed) 

28. already 
(box is open) 

29. already* 

(box is dosed) 

80. for two days 
(box is open) 

81. for two days 
(box is do^) 

82. sinoe breakfast 
since I ate breakfast 
(box is open) 

33. at breakfast 
(box is dosed) 

34. within the last ten 
minutes 

(box is open) 

35. ten minutes ago 
(box is dosed) 

36. within the last (or 
past) year 

(box is open) 

37. last year 
(box is dosed) 



Pve never visited Europe. (Not in my lifetimOi a period 
of time whi^ has not ended.) 

Shakespeare never visited America. (Not in his lifetime, 
a period of time which has ended.) 

Pve seen this movie before. {Before now.) 



I saw that movie before Christmas. {Before some past 
time.) 

John has already stopped working. {Already here means 
before now.) 

He was already tired "hen he started working. (Here 
(d^ready means before he began.) 

Pve been here for two days. (And I am still 'here.) 



I was in New York for two da 3 ^s last year. 



Pve .had two cups of coffee since breakfast 
Pve had two cups of coffee sinoe I ate breakfast 



I had two cups of coffee at breakfast 



John has called me twice within the last ten minutes. 



John called me ten minutes ago. 



Pve seen Bill several times within the last year. (Wit^ 
the period of time beginning a year ago and ending 
now.) 

I saw Bill several times last year. 



* In standard English already is used with 
both of the present perfect tenses. It is 
also used with the simple past of the verb 
to be (rarely with the past of otlier verbs) 
when &e accompanying time expi^ion— 
usually a clause — indicates an action sub- 



sequent to the action in the main clause. 
MARY WAS ALREADY THERE WHEN 
I ARRIVED. I ALREADY KNEW THAT 
BEFORE YOU TOLD ME. Yet is used 
with the simple present perfect but not 
with the past tense in standard English. 
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We sometimes hear such a sentence 
as TLL CALL YOU AS SOON AS 
IWE FINISHED, where the speaker 
is using the simple present perfect to 
describe an obviously future action: 
he has not finished yet, but he will 
at some future time, and then he will 
call. Often when we have two future 
actions, one of which is going to hap- 
pen before the other and there is no 
time connective such as then, before, 
or after to indicate the sequence of the 
aOtions, we put the first action in the 
plain clause and in the simple future 
■ perfect tense, and the later action in 
a time clause and in the simple pres- 
ent tense, TLL HAVE FINISHED 
(first action) COLLEGE WHEN I 
RETURN (second action) HOME. 
In other words I*LL FINISH COL- 
LEGE, AND THEN I*LL RETURN 
HOME or FLL FINISH COLLEGE 
BEFORE I RETURN HOME. In 
the sentence FLL CALL YOU AS 
SOON AS IWE FINISHED the se- 
quence of the actions is reversed: the 
first action is in the time clause and 
the subsequent action is in the main 
clause. In other words FLL FINISH, 
AND THEN FLL CALL YOU or FLL 
CALL YOU AFTER I FINISH. Just 
as we do not ordinarily use the future 
tense in a time clause in English, we 
do not use the future perfect in a time 
dause. Instead of the future we use 
the simple present, and instead of the 
future perfect we use the simple pres- 
ent perfect.^ 



♦Hero we find another example of overlap 
of tenses with no change in meaning. In this 
case the overlap is between the simple pres- 
ent perfect and the simple present in a 
future tinie frame: I’LL GIVE YOU MY 
DECISION AFTER WE DISCUSSED 
THE MATTER WITH MY FAMILY and 
FLL GIVE YOU MY DECISION AFTER 



The PRESENT PERFECT CON- 
TINUOUS tense has the present time 
frame in common with the simple pres- 
entperfect,butwhereas the simple pres- 
ent perfect describes one or more occur- 
rences of an action-each occurrence 
being a complete and finished perform- 
ance* — ^within a period of time includ- 
ing the present, the present perfect 
continuous usuaUy describes an incom- 
plete action covering a period of time 
that began at some point in the past 
and has continued uninterruptedly* 



I DISCUSS THE MATTER WITH MY 
FAMILY. 

'Since words of frequency (often, oeea- 
eiondUy, never) and words of zepetifion 
(four time*, many timet) express repetition 
of a complete action, they accompany the 
^ple present perfect, and not the present 
perfect continuous (see the following foot- 
note), which is an incomplete action. I 
HAVE (NEVER, OFTEN, FREQUENT- 
LY) VISITED THAT MUSEUM (TWICE, 
SEVERAL TIMES, ON MANY OCCA- 
SIONS). Each of these visits is a separate 
and complete action. 

'Occasionally one hears a sentence that 
seems to contradict this statement, but it 
really does not. I’VE BEEN GOING 
TO THE PARK EVERY DAY FOR 
A WEEK. I’VE BEEN VISITING MY 
GRANDMOTHER .EVERY SUNDAY 
FOR YEARS. I’VE BEEN GOING TO 
THE MOVIES TWICE A WEEK FOR 
THE PAST YEAR WE’VE BEEN PLAY- 
ING CHESS FAIRLY OFTEN FOR THE 
PAST YEAR. Every- and twice express 
repetition, and often is an adverb of fre- 
quency, but notice that they are followed 
by for a week, for ye<p, for the past year, 
expressions of time wdth whi(di one expects 
to find a present perfect continuous. The 
speaker of these sentences does not view 
his actions as a series of separate 'actions, 
but rather as a continuum. A similar exam- 
ple is I’VE BEEN STUDYING FRENCH 
OFF AND ON FOR YEARS. The sp^ker 
does not think of this action as being inter- 
mittent, but as continuous. His emphasis 
is not on off and on but pn for yeart. 
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up to Kow.^® (The action may, of 
course, continue on into the future, 
but this is irrelevant, lor we are con- 
cerned only with the tiine up to now.) 
On a time frame a dot can represent 
a complete action, and a wavy line 



can illustrate an incomplete action — 
an unbroken measurement of time ex- 
tending from the past into now. 

Very often the time frame of th<3 
present perfect continuous is defined 
by the word for with a time word or 




the past three hours 



period of time since my 
arrival in Beirut 



g 



“We think of the present perfect con- 
tinuous tense as describing an action con- 
tinuing up to the present moment, and this 
is usually true, but not necessarily ao. 
Although an activity may have ceased before 
a speaker speaks of it, he may think of it 
as a continuous action in a present time 
frame. I might be home sitting in a com- 
fortable armchair when I soy, *TM EX- 
HAUSTED. I’VE BEEN WALKING ALL 
day.” Clearly I am not walking when I 
say this. When I look outside early in the 



Pve gone to the )aiovies once this week. 
(One complete past action in a present 
time frame.) 



Pve gone to the movies several times this 
month. (Several repetitions of the same 
action in a present time frame.) 



Pve been studying all day. (An action 
which began this morning and is still 
going on.) 



Pve been studying ever since noon. (An 
activity which began at noon and is still 
going on.) 



Pve been studying for the past three 
hours. (An activity which began three 
hours ago and is still going on.) 



Pve been living in this apartment ever 
since my arrival in Beirut. (A situation 
which began when I arrived in Beirut 
and has continued up to now.) 



morning and find the streets wet, I will 
probably say, “IT’S BEEN RAINING” 
even though the rain has ceased and the 
sun is now shining. In the story *The 
Three .k.irs” each of the bears on his re- 
turn homo cries, “SOMEONE HAS BEEN 
EATING MY PORRIDGE” and then, 
“SOMEONE HAS BEEN SITTING IN 
MY CHAIR,” although Goldilocks had tried 
both the porridge and the chairs and then 
gone upstairs to sleep sometime before the 
bears came home. 
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phrase expressing duration (a period 
of time), a time eiqpression without 
for but also expressing duration (dll 
day, all afternoon), or since with a 
time word, phrase, or clause indicat- 
ing a point at which the activity be- 
gan. In the case of since we are con- 
cerned not with the point of time at 
which the action started but with the 
period of time that has elapsed be- 
tween that point of time and now.^^ 
In addition to these time indicators, 
lately and occasionally so far and up 
to now from Time Frame I, and all 
of those words in Tim<; Frame II ex- 
cept ever and never can be used witli 
the present perfect continuous: 

Fve been working for two hours. 

We've been waiting two hours for you. 

I've been working on this problem all 
afternoon. 

Fve been waiting for you since two 
o*clock. 

Fve been studying English ever since 
I was a child. 

Fve been studying English ever since 
Vve "been in high school^ 

You've been doing very well in English 
lately. 

You've been doing very well in English 
so far. 

We've been spending most of our time 
on verbs recently. 



^ Since with a time word or danse is 
used only with &e present perfect tenses, 
but for with a time word or phrase is fo\^ 
with other tenses. Although fc'* with a time 
expression is used with both the simple 
present and the present continuous tenses — 
I TRAVEL FOR THREE MONTHS 
EVERY YEAR and MY MOTHER IS 
VISITING ME FOR TWO WEEKS 
AND THEN GOING ON TO SEE MY 
BROTHER — ^it is never used with these 
two tenses to describe an action which be- 
gan in the past and is stiU going on. Only 
tiie present perfect continuous can do this; 
lYE BEEN WORKING HERE FOR 
THREE MONTHS. 



John's been working very hard today. 

I've been concentrating on my physics . 
course this semester, 

Fve been ejecting my sister to call 
this evening. 

Fve been eating in the cafeteria this 
year. 

Fve already been studying for two 
hours, and I haven't finished yet 

Although one o casionally finds an 
overlap betw€< 5 simple present 
perfect and the csent perfect con- 
tinuous (I'VE STUDIED ALL AF- 
TERNOON and I'VE BEEN STUDY- 
ING ALL AFTERNOON), there is 
a distinct difference between these two 
tenses just as there is between the 
simple present and the present con- 
tinuous or between the simple past 
and the past continuous, and a native 
speaker of English will nearly always 
observe this distinction. . Each verb 
tense in the English verb system has 
its own use, and despite an occasional 
overlap, it is rare that a change in 
verb tense does not signal a change in 
time and thereby alter the meaning 



** Although the verb of the since clause 
is usually a simple past tense, we use a 
present perfect continuous, or in ihe^ case 
of a few verbs (see footnote 18) a simple 
present perfect in this clause ^if the verb 
describes an existing or continuing situation 
in a present time frame. This occurs pri- 
marily with such verbs as stay, live, stand, 
sit, lie. Compare the following pairs of 
sentences: HE HAS SPOKEN TO ME 
SEVERAL TIMES SINCE I SAT DOWN 
HERE (past time frame) and HE HAS 
SPOKEN TO ME SEVERAL TIMES 
SINCE VVE BEEN SITTING HERE 
(present time frame); I*VE BEEN VERY 
HAPPY. EVER SINCE I MOVED TO 
THIS TOWN (past time frame) and I'VE 
BEEN VERY HAPPY EVER SINCE VVE 
BEEN LIVING IN THIS TOWN (present 
time frame); WE’VE BEEN FRIENDS 
EVER SINCE WE MET (past time frame) 
and WE'VE BEEN FRIENDS EVER 
SINCE WE’VE KNOWN EACH OTHER 
(present time frame — see footnote 13). 
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of the sentence. The simple present 
perfect' like the other simple tenses 
expresses a complete, a whole action.^’ 
The present perfect continuous tense 
like the other continuous tenses ex- 
presses an incomplete action, an action 
in process. Compare the following pairs 
of sentences: WE READ THIS 
BOOK, BUT I DONT REMEMBER 
A THING ABOUT IT (a complete, 
finished action) and VVE BEEN 
READING THIS BOOK FOR THE 
PAST FEW DAYS (incomplete, in 
process); TVE STUDIED SEVERAL 
LANGUAGES, BUT TVE FORGOT- 
TEN THEM ALL (complete action) 
and VVE BEEN STUDYING EN- 
GLISH FOR THE PAST THREE 
YEARS (incomplete, in process) ; VVE 
LIVED IN MANY COUNTRIES, 
BUT TVE NEVER LIVED VERY 
IX)NG IN ANY ONE (complete ac- 
tion) and VVE BEEN LIVING IN 
THIS COUNTRY FOR SEVERAL 
YEARS (incomplete, in process). 

One problem that learners of En- 
glidi frequently encounter involves a 
dboice between the present continu- 
ous and the present perfect continu- 
ous; yet there is a dear distinction be- 
tween these two continuous tenses. 
Each has a different point of concern, 
and the choice that a speaker malies 
depends upon the focus of his interest. 
He chooses the present continuous 
when he is concerned only with the 



** Certain verbs which by their meaning 
imply continuousness are usually used m 
the simple present perfect rather than in 
the present perfect continuous. I’VE BEEN 
HERE FOR SEVERAL HOURS. I’VE 
OWNED THIS HOUSE FOR YEARS. 
I’VE ALWAYS PREFERRED COFFEE 
TO TEA. WE’VE KNOWN EACH 
OTHER SINCE WE WERE CHILDREN. 
THEY’VE DISLIKED EACH OTHER 
EVER SINCE ’THEY MET. 



present. The activity certainly began 
in the past and may continue into the 
future, but this is completely irrele- 
vant The speaker’s focus is on now. 
He is interested only in stating that 
an activity is in progress now; he is 
not interested in how long it has been 
going on. I’M WAITING FOR MY 
BROTHER. I’M STUDYING AG- 
RICULTURE. I’M ATTENDING 
COLLEGE THIS YEAR. I’M LIV- 
ING IN A DORMITORY THIS 
SEMESTER. When the speaker fo- 
cuses his interest on the duration of 
the activity, he chooses the present 
perfect continuous.^* I’VE BEEN 
WAITING TWO HOURS FOR MY 
BROTHER. I’VE BEEN STUDY- 
ING AGRICULTURE EVER SINCE 
I STARTED COLLEGE. I’VE BEEN 
ATTENDING COLLEGE FOR TWO 
YEARS. I’VE BEEN LIVING IN 
A DORMITORY SINCE SEPTEM- 
BER. I’VE BEEN LIVING IN A 
DORMITORY ALL YEAR. 

SAMPLE EXERCISES 

A mastery of the present perfect tenses 
like that of any otlier grpomatical con- 
struction requires intensive and varied 
diui. Ibe following sugg^tions may 
prove useful in making exercises for class- 
room drill. 

I. Exercises on the Simpub Present 

Perfect 

A. Ask yes-no questions using the 
simple present perfect tense. Li- 
dude the word ever. Have your 
students give complete sentence 
answers with the word never. 
Point out tiiat in a perfect tense 
the adverb of fre^enor goes >^3- 
fore the past participle. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: Have you ever gone 
to Damascus? 



*^See footnote 11. 
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student: No, Fve never gone 
to Damascus. 

2. teacher: Have you ever seen 

the Nile? 

student: No, Tve never seen 
the Nile. 

3. teacher: Have you ever 

crossed a desert? 
student: No, Tve never 
crossed a desert. 

B. Have one student ask a question 
with the simple present perfect and 
the word ever. In order to make 
the exercise go more quickly, you 
might give him the cue for his 
question. Have another student 
give a short answer (the subject 
with only tlie auxili^ verb) wito 
the word never. Point out that in 
a rfiort answer the adverb of fre- 
quenpy precedes the auxiliary verb. 

Exanwles: 

1. teacher: play chess 

1st student: Have you ever 
played chess? 

2nd student: No, I never 
have. 

2. teacher: write a poem 

1st student: Have you ever 

written a poem? 
2nd student: No, I never 
have. 

3. teacher: read this book 

1st student: Have you ever 

read this book? 
2nd student: No, I never 
have. 

C. Ask questions using time words 
with the simple present perfect. 
Have your students give affirma- 
tive answers using the same time 
word if possible and including the 
expression of repetition you sug- 
gest Point out that a word of rep- 
etition precedes a time expression. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: Have you been to 
town recently? sev- 
eral times 

student: Yes, Tve been to 
town several times 
recently. 



2. teacher: Has if rained this 

week? three or four 
times 

student: Yes, it's rained thrw 
or lour times this 
week. 

3. teacher: Have you been to 

the beach this sum- 
mer? idmost every 
day 

student: Yes, Pve been to the 
beadti almost every 
day this summer. 

H. Exercises to Contrast the Simpu) 
Past and the Simpee Present Per- 
fect 

A. Ask a yes-no question in the sim- 
ple past tense with a past tiihe 
indicator. Have your students an- 
swer with a two part sentence: 
the first part should be negative 
with a verb in the simple past ac- 
companied by the same pMt time 
indicator as in your question, and 
the second part should be affirma- 
tive with the verb in the simple 
present perfevTt accompanied by a 
time indicator in the present time 
frame. 

Examples: 

1. tocher: Did you see my 

brother yesterday? 
student: No, I diii't see him 
yesterday, but Pve 
seen him twice to- 
day. 

2. teacher: Did you write any 

letters last night? 
student: No, I didn't vnrite 
«my letters last 
. night, but I've wit- 
ten several tonight. 

3. teacher: Did you take a trip 

last year? 

student: No, I didn't take a 
trip last year, but 
Pve taken three this 
year. 

B. Give your students a sentence in 
the simple past tense with a past 
time indicator. Have them repeat 
your sentence and then add one. 
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eiRier affirmative or negative, with 
the verb in the simple present ]^r- 
fect and with an appropriate time 
indicator. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: I saw Bill once yes- 

terday. 

student: I saw Bill once yes- 
terday, and I’ve 
seen him twice to- 
day. 

or I saw Bill once yes- 
terday, but I have- 
n’t seen him today. 

2. teacher: We did two prob- 

. lems last night 
student: We did two prob- 
lems last night, and 
we’ve done three 
tonight. 

or We did two prob- 
lems last night, but 
we haven’t done 
any tonight 

3. teacher: Tom called me sev- 

eral months ago. 
student: Tom called me sev- 
ered months ago, 
and he has called 
me several times re- 
cently. 

or Tom called me sev- 
eral months ago, 
but he hasn’t called 
me recently. 

C. Ask a yes-no question with the 
verb in the simple pre^nt perfect 
Have your students give first an 
affirmative short answer, and then 
add a sentence in which they give 
a specific time for the action. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: Have you been in 

Mexico? 

student: Yes, I have. I was 
there last year. 

2. teacher: Have you read this 

book? 

student: Yes, I have. I read 
it last summer. 

3. teacher: Has Tom left yet? 
student: Yes, he has. He 

left thirty minutes 
ago. 



hi all these exercises that involve 
questions and answers the teadier 
can, of course, have a student ask 
the questions by providing the cue. 

1. teacher: be in Mexico 

1st student: Have you been 
in M^co? 

2nd student: Yes, I have. I 
was there last 
year. 

D. When you feel that your students 
have mastered this pattern, assign 
a written paragraph of about seven 
or eight sentences. Choose a sub- 
ject which will elicit only the sim- 
ple present perfect tense. Your 
directions might be as follows.' 
Write a paragraph of about 
eight sentences in which you 
tell some of the things you have 
done this week (this montl^ 
thfe year, since you got up this 
mo rnin g) . Do not use any past 
time expressions in yom para- 
graph. 

Write a paragraph of about eight 
sentences in which you tell some 
of the places you have visited 
and some of the things you ha\« 
seen since you came to this 
country. Do not use any past 
time expressions in your para- 
graph. 

TTT. Exercises on the Present Perfect 
Continuous 

A. Ask an information question with 
wken in. which you use the simple 
past tense. Have a student an- 
swer with two sentences:^ the 
first with the verb in the simple 
past and a when clause, the sec- 
ond with the verb in the present 
perfect continuous and a for 
phrase. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: When did you 
start wearing 
glasses? 

student: I started wearing 
glasses when I 
was ten years old. 
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Tve been wearing 
them for eight 
years. 

2. teadier: When did you start 

studying English? 
student: 1 started studying 
English when I 
was twelve. I've 
been studying it 
for six years. 

3. teacher: When did you start 

attending this 
sdiool? 

student: I started attending 
this school when I 
was fourteen. Tve 
been attending this 
sdiool for two 
years. 

It is not necessary, of course, 
that you use the verb start.^ It 
makes the drill move a little 
faster because the student can 
take the following verb and make 
that the verb in his second sen- 
tence. He does not have to search 
for one, but can concentrate on 
the pattern. After you have 
work^ on this drill for a while, 
you might then begin to use other 
verbs in your questions. 
Examples: 

1. ^cher: When did^ you 

move to Beirut? 
student: I moved to Beirut 
when I was eight. 
Fve been living 
here for eight 
years. 

2. teacher: When did you 

learn to swim? 
student: I learned to swim 
when I was ten. 
Fve been swim- 
niing for seven 
years. 

B. Ask questions with how long. 
Have your students answer these 
questions using a since dause. 

Examples: 

1. teacher: How long have you 
been wearing 
glasses? 



student: Fve been wearing 
glasses .since I was 
ten years old. 

2. teacher: How long have you 

been studying En- 
glish? 

student: Fve been s^dying 
English ' since I 
was twelve. 

3. teacher: How long have you 

been living in Bei- 
rut? 

student: Fve been living' in 
Beirut since I was 
eight 

C. You might have your students 
practice the following elliptical 
pattern, which is very common 
in colloquial speech. 

Examples: 

1. tocher: When did you start 

wearing glasses? 
student: I started wearing 
glasses when I was 
ten years old, imd 
Fve been wearing 
theon ever since. 

2. teacher: 'When did your 

family move to 
Bhamdoun? 

student: My family moved 
to Bhamdoun 
. when I was six 
years old, and 
they've been liv- 
ing ^ere ever 
since. 

In this pattern be sure to include 
. the word ever. 

IV. Exercises to Contrast the Pres- 
ent Continuous and the Present 
Perfect Continuous 
A. Make a sentence in wWch you 
tell what someone is doing (the 
present continuous) . Have a 
student make of your sentence 
a statement in which he focuses 
his interest on tlie duration of 
the action (the present perfect 
continuous) . 

Examples: 

1. teacher: Fm studying En- 
glish. 
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student: Tve been studying 
English for three 
years. 

2. teacher: Bill's attending 

American Univer- 
sity. 

student: Bill’s been attend- 
ing American Uni- 
versity for two 
years. 

You might vary this exercise by 
giving your students a cue for 
a since phrase or a for phrase. 

B. Make a statement in which you 
tell what someone did. Include 
a past time expression. Have one 
student ask a question with how 
long followed by the present per- 
fect continuous. Have another 
student answer the question with 
a sentence including a for phrase 
if you used the word ago in yova 
statement or a since phrase if 
you used a date or a time ex- 
pression without the word ago. 

Examples'. 

1. teacher: John began 

studying En- 
glish in 1963. 

1st student: How long has 
John been 
studying En- 
glish? 

2nd student: He's been 

studying En- 
glish since 
1963. 

2. teacher: Bob began 

I working on his 
math assign- 
ment thirty 
minutes ago. 

1st student: How long has 
Bob been 
working on his 
math assign- 
ment? 

2nd student: He's been 

working on his 
math assign- 
ment for thirty 
minutes. 



3. teacher: John began ^ 

working on his 
composition 
early this 
morning. 

1st student: How long has 
John been 
working on his 
oompositioi;^? 

2nd student: John has been 
working on his 
composition 
since early this 
morning. 

C. You might vary this exercise by 
having a student ask a question 
with how long ago with fte sim- 
ple past if you used the word ago 
in your statement or how long 
with the present perfect contmu- 
ous if you used any other time 
expressioa Have another student 
give an appropriate answer. 
Examples: 

1. teacher: John began 

studying En- 
glish in 1963. 

1st student: How long has 
John been 
studying En- 
glish? 

2nd student: He's been 

studying En- 
- glish since 
1963 (or for 
four years). 

2. teacher: Bill moved to 

this town two 
months ago. 

1st student: How long ago 
did Bill move 
to this town? 

2nd student: He moved to 
this town two 
months ago. 

8. teacher: I became in- 

terested in as- 
tronomy sev- 
eral years ago. 

1st student: How long ago 
did you be- 
come inter- 
ested in as- 
tronomy? 
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2nd student: I became in- 
terested in as- 
tronomy sev- 
eral years ago. 

To eadi of the answers with ago, 
the student might add a state- 
ment with a /or phrase, using 
n present'perfect continuous 
or a simple present perfect You 



would then have the following 
answers to questions 2 and 3: 

He moved to this town two 
months ago. He has be^ here 
for two months. 

1 became interested in astron- 
omy several years ago. Tve 
been interested in astronomy 
for several years. 






